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Living on the Streets 
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How wide should a street be? 
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The functions of streets 
Access Movement Storage Other 
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Without access,
urban land has no 
value 





streets have little 
traffic 




On-street parking is 
useful, but is 
oversupplied 




Light, air, play 







All these functions need ~16 feet 
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How wide are streets in the US? 
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But city standards require 40-60’ or more 
Low Volume Residential Local Street Res 
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US streets are the some of the widest 
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0---------------------------Non-US cities US 
Subdivision rules 
• Peaks at 40, 50 and 60 feet show 
how subdivision rules are binding 
for residential streets 
• Chicago: 66ft wide ROW is the rule 
• Miami: more recently constructed 
streets are mostly 50ft wide 
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Land value of streets 
• The street outside is 100 feet wide 
• Access requires only 16 feet 
• Marginal land value of the streets: 
• $220,000 per parcel under housing 
• $0 under streets (useless asphalt,
parking rarely/never fully occupied) 
• Wide streets increase housing prices 
through two channels: 
• land and infrastructure costs 
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Streets are already used for housing 
LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA. PHOTO: AUTHOR 
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Autonomous vehicles blur the line 
• Autonomous cars may choose to
cruise around rather than pay for 
parking 
• Cruising costs less than   
50 cents per hour 
• AVs can blur the line between   
land for parking and land for streets 
Millard-Ball 2019,Transport Policy 
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Autonomous vehicles blur the line 
• Autonomous cars may choose to
cruise around rather than pay for 
parking 
• Cruising costs less than   
50 cents per hour 
• AVs can blur the line between   
land for parking and land for streets 
• Autonomous camper vans take this a 
step further 
• Easy to evade municipal   
anti-camping restrictions 
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Legalize van living 
minimotives 
• Cities have introduced “safe parking” 
zones on off-street sites 
• But streets are a far larger source of
surplus land 
• Cities could lease out street spaces 
and provide key services 
• Provide security of tenure 
• Could be vans or even tiny houses 
• Permit van living or mobile tiny 
houses in residential driveways 
• Move beyond tolerance only 
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Analogy: other surplus infrastructure 
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Reduce street width standards 
• Economic value of land is greater 
under housing 
• Reduce or eliminate minimum street 
widths 
• Benefits of streets internalized by 
property owners 
• Let developers decide on width 
• Cities can ask for other public
benefits in lieu of wide streets 
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• Expand residential lots into surplus 
street space 
• Create space for front-yard ADUs or 
duplexes 
• Landscaping in former street right-of-
way provides the function of a front 
setback 
• This process already happens in 
reverse – developers asked to cede 
land to widen “substandard” streets 
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• Most residential streets can be just   
16 feet wide 
• US streets are typically 50’ or wider,
pushing up the cost of housing 
• 3 ways to turn streets into housing 
• Formalize camper van living 
• Reduce or eliminate street width 
requirements 
• Allow homeowners to extend their   
lots into the street 
• Overcome the artificial divide between 
land for streets and land for housing 
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